Most obstructive sleep apnoea patients exhibit vigilance and attention deficits on an extended battery of tests.
Excessive daytime sleepiness, fatigue and altered attention are often experienced by obstructive sleep apnoea (OSA) patients. Although attentional problems are presumably responsible for part of the daytime functioning impairment in OSA, thorough investigation is unusual. Clinicians usually attribute these symptoms to somnolence. In clinical practice, only one isolated test is generally used to assess vigilance and attentional defects. It was hypothesised that most OSA patients exhibit a broad range of attentional deficits, beyond impaired maintenance of wakefulness, and a specific battery of tests is needed to correctly assess them. Three attentional tests were performed at 9:00, 11:00 and 13:30 h, measuring maintenance of wakefulness, sustained attention and divided attention. Twenty OSA patients (aged 51+/-12 yrs, apnoea/hypopnoea index 45+/-22 h) and 40 control subjects (aged 48.4+/-9.9 yrs) were tested. OSA patients performed significantly less well on the three tests than the controls at the three sessions. This battery of tests demonstrated that 95% of patients had vigilance and/or attentional impairment. Impairment patterns varied between patients. Vigilance is impaired in obstructive sleep apnoea patients over a wide range of attentional processes. Not only is their ability to remain awake in monotonous situations impaired but their ability to maintain attention in more stimulating conditions is also affected. A single test of vigilance is not sufficient and could underestimate impaired vigilance and attention in some patients.